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Proximity 
by Richard Heumnkle 
Government, Sr. 
THE TRAIL was no more than two shallow grooves worn in the yellow sandy soil by the passage of many jeeps and 
trucks. It broke out of the thick woods on the west, crossed 
the 200-meter width of a small clearing overgrown with salt 
grass, and plunged back into the woods again on the east to 
continue for a mile before it reached the crucial river bridge. 
In the center of the clearing, between the trail and the steep 
brush-covered hill on the north, stood a two-story stone build-
ing with a rusty tin roof . . . the door and windows were 
missing. 
A sergeant lay on his belly in the grass at the edge of the 
trail where it came out of the forest 100 meters west of the 
building. He was looking intently, over his 50 caliber ma-
chine gun, down the trail into the woods. 
A jeep was stopped on the trail near the stone structure; 
a young lieutenant sat on his haunches beside it. A captain 
was there too . . . drawing a map in the loose sand with a 
stick. He made a mark on the ground with the stick and 
then stood pointing east toward the last towed howitzer and 
medical truck where they were disappearing into the woods. 
The captain moved toward the jeep. "It'll take us a half 
hour to get to the bridge cause of the wounded. . . . And 
it'll take another half hour to get those howitzers across, one 
at a time. Lieutenant, the only thing you have to worry 
about is the enemy lead-platoon; you gotta hold 'em till you 
hear that bridge blow. Then pull back across the river any 
way you can!" 
The jeep moved away toward the retreating company, 
and Stan signaled for the sergeant to come toward him. As 
he waited, he tried to think of what was different about his 
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fear now. Something was new in this fear . . . but what? 
Fear was always with him . . . bu t this time. . . . His com-
pany had never been in retreat before now. Attack was the 
easiest . . . because whenever the fear became too great, 
you could cover up with a new leap forward in the assault. 
But this . . . just waiting for them to get closer and 
closer. . . . 
"Just two of us?" The sergeant's face displayed alarm as 
he approached. 
"The captain says the leading element is just a pla-
toon . . . no armor or heavy stuff. John, there isn't any-
body left that isn't wounded, or carrying wounded. Any-
how we only have to hold for an hour, and they probably 
won't get here for at least another half hour." Stan looked 
up at the window high in the side of the building. I t faced 
west along the trail, and its small opening under the eaves 
was dark . . . he could see nothing inside. He asked the 
sergeant, "Do you think they'll be able to see me in there?" 
"No, sir . . . if you stay back aways till you open up on 
em." 
"Okay, I'll be in there, and you take the machine gun up 
on the hill." T h e lieutenant pointed to the slope north of 
the building. "From there you'll be able to cover the main 
body of the lead platoon before they get to the clearing. 
There' l l probably be about three lead men way ahead of 
the main body . . . you know, the advance party. They're 
mine, and when I open on them, you try to pin down the 
main body way back in the trees." 
The sergeant nodded in agreement; his jaw muscles grew 
taut beneath the dirty black stubble of his beard. 
"One more thing, John, when the bridge blows we can 
pull back to the company. Get there any way you can. Got 
it?" 
The sergeant picked u p the machine gun and moved off 
up the hill; as he left the clearing, Stan could feel an im-
pending hostility fill the valley clearing like the chill of a 
late fall evening. A wave of shivers ran through his body, 
and he instinctively looked around for the enemy as he 
hunched his shoulders and headed for the stone building. 
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T h e door was on the east side and the wooden stairs to 
the second floor rose in the darkness of the end nearest the 
trail. Stan picked his way across the rotting upstairs floor 
in the dim light to the window from which he could see the 
trail where it broke into the clearing from the west. 
Just right . . . the window is chest high and the eaves 
on the outside cast a deep shadow. Silence . . . the cold 
hostile silence . . . the only sound is the snik, snik of the 
tin roof. God—alone . . . and they're coming . . .15 min-
utes . . . maybe 10. 
Stan leaned back against the wall in the corner, and the 
back edge of his helmet scraped bits of mortar down his neck. 
He couldn't even feel the straps on his pack now or the 
weight of his ammo pouches and canteen on his belt. 
Sudden fear knotted his belly. He clawed his ammo 
pouch open . . . the extra bandoleers? He caught himself 
and forced deliberation as he placed the two clips on the 
rock ledge within quick easy reach. 
He looked hard at the edge of the clearing and then to 
the hill. John was so well camouflaged that Stan could hardly 
make out his outline in the brush. His eyes swept back to 
the tall still grass. 
He remembered when he was a kid; when he and his 
brothers and sisters used to play their game called "dark-
ness." T h e huge room over the kitchen in the old farm 
house . . . he was only 12 then, and the eldest. All their 
beds were in that room, and after supper when it got dark, 
they would go u p there and play "darkness." They'd all get 
in different places in the room, and then the one that was "it" 
would turn off the light and begin his search. Everyone 
would move soundlessly . . . to keep from getting 
caught . . . and whenever you stopped moving in the black-
ness, there was a prickly feeling like ants crawling on the 
back of your neck . . . a fear . . . that someone was going 
to grab you . . . it made your heart pound and the blood 
rush in your ears. . . . And you just couldn't stay still 
'cause of that terror that someone was going to touch 
you . . . just touch you. . . . We always played that ter-
rifying game. And sometimes we would even burst into 
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tears of relief when someone would turn on the light. . . . 
And Stan saw the first soldier come into the clearing; he 
froze against the wall . . . the strange sensation began on 
his neck. . . . Only one man came into view . . . he was 
halfway to the building now. Two more soldiers stood partly 
hidden behind trees at the edge. 
Why don't they all come into the open. The pointed cop-
per bullets shone dull in the dim light where they rested on 
the cold stone shelf. Stan slowly let out a long pent up breath 
and took another. 
Selector on full automatic. . . . The lead man carries his 
rifle in a loose diagonal across his body . . . he's watching 
the building. . . . He's nearly even with the building now; 
the other two move into the open. 
Close . . . he's so close. . . . Blood rushing in his 
ears . . . roaring . . . till something must surely burst. It 
was a blur then . . . only sight and sound penetrated Stan's 
senses. He only saw the lead man dive out of sight as the 
roar of the short burst reverberated under the tin roof. He 
didn't even think about whether he hit the man or not as 
he swung in a wide arc to the other two. It wasn't two bursts 
then but one long one that felled them both as the arc of 
dust geysers in the road passed them once and returned to 
them again. 
The empty bandoleer sounded loud then in the empty 
quiet as it hit the floor. Silence . . . except for the steady 
heavy pounding of John's 50 caliber on the hill. Stan snapped 
a new clip in place and the bolt slammed forward. Si-
lence . . . the lead man? 
The ants on the back of his neck . . . he swung back 
from the opening and froze, his back to the wall . . . the 
stairs . . . he couldn't see them. His rifle leveled on the 
spot where he thought they must be . . . terror . . . he 
fought to adjust his eyes to the dimness across the long room. 
He could barely see the soldier's eyes glaring their hatred 
out from under the edge of his helmet. The motionless form 
of the top half of a man's torso grew out of the dimness on 
the steps. . . . The soldier's hands were empty. . . . 
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Stan couldn't let go of the trigger till the bandoleer was 
spent. God, please . . . let him hurry and die . . . the 
mouth opening and closing in futility. . . . Why does he 
stay propped up against the wall like that? Why do those 
empty eyes not close? 
Stan couldn't move. His body was rigid with horror at 
the proximity of the dying being. The ants wouldn't go 
away. . . . The explosion to the east . . . the machine gun 
was silent, and John must be running now. . . . 
He pushed away from the wall; bits of sand and rock that 
had been lodged behind his back peppered to the floor. He 
moved cautiously till he reached the middle of the stairs; 
the dead man slumped forward and tumbled sideways down 
the steps as Stan fled. In the clearing now, it was as if a 
great hand was partly pushing and partly carrying him from 
the structure. The feverish stinging ants were still there. 
Walking Song 
by K. P. Kaiser 
Architecture, Jr. 
I need the song of summer 
to echo my muffled footsteps 
in the snow, and wet-green 
newborn smells to mingle with 
the multi-colored odors 
in the burning of fall. 
And I need the magic 
of blue-ice cathedrals 
to fan cotton-candy clouds 
in brown-eyed summer, 
and pumpkin and golden cider 
to wash with rain 
the muddy shoes of spring. 
